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The Expulsion of the Moriscos from Spain did not pass unnoticed among those living at the time, not only in Muslim countries1 but also in Christian ones like France, which would come to play, very unwillingly, a secondary role in the tragedy.
Cardinal Richelieu, in his memoirs, mentions the event in the year 1610. In four pages he offers us the view of an outsider who, though he was not yet leading the country -he would become the all-powerful prime minister and favourite of Louis XIII from 1624 to 1642 -seems to have been very well informed and aware of the Moriscos' history (although he would inflate, like 2 "Le plus hardi et le plus barbare conseil dont l'histoire de tous les siècles précédens fasse mention"; "On fait compte de plus de huit cent mille de ces gens; de sorte que cette transmigration ne fut pas moindre que celle des Juifs hors d'Égypte; y ayant toutefois ces deux différences entre les deux, qu'en celle-là les hébreux contraignoirent les is over, I cannot help but mention that it produced in Spain the most rash and barbarous advice that the history of all previous centuries has recorded, one that gave France the opportunity to give proof of both its humanity and its piety." many others, the number of the expelled, placing it at 800,000). For Richelieu, what took place in 1610 was "the most rash and barbarous advice that the history of all previous centuries has recorded": he refers, of course, to the Expulsion of the Moriscos, who, he claims, were cast out of their native country after having been abused, despised and treated as slaves. He compares this Expulsion or transmigration to the exodus of the Jews from Egypt, concluding that the fate of the Moriscos was even more cruel: for whereas the Jews had asked to be allowed to return to their own land, the Moriscos were being expelled from theirs:
We can count more than eight hundred thousand of these people, so that this transmigration was no less than that of the Jews from Egypt; there being however these two differences between the two, that in the first case the Hebrews forced the Egyptians to let them leave, while in the second the Moriscos were forced to depart; in the first, the Hebrews left a foreign land in order to sacrifice to God and arrived in a fertile one that had been promised to them, while in the second the Moriscos left their native land to pass into an unknown one where they would have to live as strangers, and in great danger of abandoning the true worship of God.
In a climate of hostility between the two powers, this would be an occasion for France, "which is famed in all the world as a refuge for the afflicted," to show its generosity and piety by welcoming those who professed the Catholic faith and facilitating passage to Islamic lands for those who preferred to cleave to their ancestral religion.2
